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AN EXPERIENTIAL APPROACH TO 
FOLKLORE STUDIES FOR TEACHERS 
Kay Hardman 
This  p a s t  summer I was given t h e  oppor tun i ty  t o  develop a course  i n  
Folk lore  E Mythology S tud ie s  f o r  Teachers a t  UCLA. The f i r s t  s t e p  
i n  any new and cha l l eng ing  p r o j e c t ,  as I s e e  i t ,  i s  t o ' a n a l y z e  
o n e ' s  own conceptual  s t r u c t u r e s  r e l a t i n g  t o  a l l  t h e  terms i n  t h e  
given p r o p o s i t i o n .  Thus, I spent  some t ime ana lyz ing  my p a r t i c u -  
l a r  concep tua l i za t ions  of both  t each ing  and l e a r n i n g .  It appears  
t o  me t h a t  t each ing  and l e a r n i n g  a r e  func t ions  of an i n t e r a c t i v e  
process  and n o t  two s e p a r a t e  systems.  I f  t h a t  view i s  an appro- 
p r i a t e  one, t hen  " l e c t u r i n g "  t o  a  group of  people i s  n o t  a satis- 
f a c t o r y  methodology, f o r  one s i d e  of t h e  equa t ion  i s  assumed t o  
remain passive--"empty v e s s e l s  wa i t i ng  t o  be f i l l e d a t t  I do n o t  
s e e  s t u d e n t s  of  any age as t a b u l a  r a s a ,  b u t  a s  persons  w i t h  an 
enormous amount o f  exper ience  and in format ion  about exper ience ,  
some ( i f  no t  most) o f  which i s  d i f f e r e n t  from mine. I must t h e n  
assume t h a t  we have something t o  l e a r n  from each o t h e r .  
The nex t  s t e p  was t o  c l a r i f y  my own concept ions  of f o l k l o r e  and 
mythology i n  terms o f  t h e  d a t a  base  f o r  such an academic d i s c i -  
p l i n e .  Having concluded t h a t  d e s c r i b i n g  f o l k l o r e  s t u d i e s  as a  
l i s t  o f  genres  o r  even as shared  b e l i e f s  among two o r  more people  
does n o t  work f o r  me, I decided t o  view " f o l k l o r e "  as t h e  outward 
forms and behaviors  developed a s  a  r e s u l t  of  c e r t a i n  u n i v e r s a l  
human s i t u a t i o n s .  Thus, i t  would fo l low t h a t  i f  we d i scussed  o u r  
r e a c t i o n s  and behav io r s  su r round ing  exper iences  s o  d e f i n e d ,  w e  
could analyze t h e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  and d i f f e r e n c e s  desc r ibed  by f o l k -  
l o r i s t s  and a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s  from t h e i r  obse rva t ions  o f  similar 
c i rcumstances .  If I were going t o  d e a l  wi th  f o l k l o r i s t i c  d a t a  i n  
t h i s  way, then  t h e  d i scuss ion  of previous  r e s e a r c h  must fo l low 
t h e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of t h e  c i rcumstances  ( a s  cloc.ely as p o s s i b l e )  
from which t h e  r e s e a r c h  and obse rva t ions  were der ived .  Having 
developed a r ead ing  l i s t  of  g i g a n t i c  p r o p o r t i o n s ,  I then  d i sca rded  
it.1 There was no book l i s t ,  no r e q u i r e d  r ead ing ,  and no s y l l a b u s  
f o r  t h i s  course .  
On t h e  f i r s t  day o f  t h e  c l a s s  I o u t l i n e d  b r i e f l y  t h e  methodology 
of t h e  c l a s s  and asked t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  t o  w r i t e  a  b r i e f  s t a t emen t  
of  why they  had chosen t h i s  c l a s s  and what they  hoped t o  ga in  from 
t a k i n g  it. I comnented on t h e  k inds  of r e s e a r c h  ques t ions  s u r -  
rounding llhow people  l e a r n "  which a r e  c u r r e n t l y  o f  i n t e r e s t  t o  me 
and t o  many o t h e r s  who a r e  involved wi th  t h e  t e a c h i n g / l e a r n i n g  
process .  I asked them t o  keep a d a i l y  j ou rna l  o f  obse rva t ions  o f  
behaviors  and communications, t h e i r  own and o t h e r s ,  t h a t  seemed ' 
t o  them t o  r e l a t e  t o  t h e  experiments we would be doing i n  c l a s s  
and t o  keep i n  mind how t h e s e  obse rva t ions  and exper iences  might 
r e l a t e  t o  t h e i r  c lassroom s i t u a t i o n s  as t e a c h e r s .  
From t h e i r  i n i t i a l  s ta tements  I l ea rned  t h a t  on ly  a few had e v e r  
had a course  des igna t ed  a s  " f o l k l o r e , "  t h a t  t h e  m a j o r i t y  were n o t  - 
s u r e  what f o l k l o r i s t s  s t u d i e d ,  and t h a t  most f e l t  t h a t  " f o l k l o r e  
and mythology" would appeal  t o  t h e i r  s t u d e n t s  and wanted t o  know 
what s t o r i e s  t o  i n t roduce  t o  s t u d e n t s  a t  s p e c i f i c  g raae  l e v e l s .  
The p a r t i c i p a n t s  were t e a c h e r s  whose s t u d e n t s  ranged from k inder -  
g a r t e n  t o  high school  s o  it would have been d i f f i c u l t ,  even i m -  
p o s s i b l e  by my d e f i n i t i o n  o f  f o l k l o r e ,  t o  segment f o l k l o r i s t i c  
d a t a  i n t o  age-graded course  o u t l i n e s .  
A t  t h e  nex t  c l a s s  meeting we played an adap ta t ion  of  t h e  A t l a n t i s  
Game. * For t h i s  c l a s s ,  I developed a seven-page ' r c o l l e c t i o n f t  o f  
u n i d e n t i f i e d  "items" i n c l u d i n g  a  cha in  l e t t e r ,  autograph book 
ve r se ,  d e s c r i p t i o n  of a p i a y  p a r t y  game wi th  accompanying v e r s e ,  
r i d d l e s ,  t r a n s l a t i o n  of a Quechua l y r i c ,  good luck  charms, and one 
m a t e r i a l  i t em ( 8  k e r n e l s  of  Ind ian  corn ,  4 of  them scorched on 
one s i d e ) .  I d iv ided  t h e  c l a s s  i n t o  two groups and asked them t o  
s p e c u l a t e  about t h e  func t ion ,  o r i g i n ,  h i s t o r i c a l  per iod  and poss i -  
b l e  meaning of t h e s e  i t ems  t o  t h o s e  who produced them, t e l l i n g  
them only t h a t  t h e s e  were, i n  f a c t ,  u c o l l e c t e d "  by f o l k l o r i s t s  
and /or  a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s .  A f t e r  t hey  had s u f f i c i e n t  t ime t o  develop 
hypotheses based on i n t e r n a l  evidence and t o  d i s c u s s  t h e s e  among 
themselves,  each group desc r ibed  t h e i r  conc lus ions  and compared 
them wi th  t h e  o t h e r  g roup ' s  ana lyses .  
I then  descr ibed  who had c o l l e c t e d  t h e  d a t a  and from whom, and how 
t h e  s e l e c t e d  "i tems" were ca t ego r i zed  by t h e  f i e l d  workers who r e -  
corded them. We d i scussed  what it i: t h a t  bo th  t h e  r e s e a r c h e r  and 
. the  s tuden t  of  such r e s e a r c h  needs t o  know i n  o r d e r  t o  suppor t  i n -  
f e r ences  about d a t a  from t h e  p a s t ,  o r  from a  s o c i a l  o rgan iza t ion  
different from h i s  own, p a s t  o r  p r e s e n t .  I n  o t h e r  words, w e  de- 
f i n e d  what "context1 '  means t o  t h e  f i e ldworke r  and how, o r  i f ,  con- 
t e x t  can be t r a n s m i t t e d  t o  a  r e a d e r  of  such c o l l e c t i o n s .  
A 
Drawing on H a l l ' s  Hidden Dimension,' I in t roduced  t h e  basic no- 
t i o n s  o f  proxemics by ask ing  t h e  c l a s s  t o  desc r ibe  r e a c t i o n s  t o  
ou r  classroom i n  terms of what t h e  s p a t i a l  and e s t h e t i c  a r range-  
ments r e v e a l  about t h e  assumptions of t h e  des igne r  of  such spaces  
and about t h e  expec t a t i ons  of behavior  of  t h o s e  who i n h a b i t  them, 
i . e . ,  t h e  kinds  of pe r sona l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t h a t  a r e  i m p l i c i t  i n  such 
s p a t i a l  concepts  as "co l l ege  classroom." We d i scussed  how we 
s e l e c t  s e a t s  i n  c lassrooms,  r e a c t i o n s  t o  " t e r r i t o r i a l i t y , "  (what 
do you do i f  someone e l s e  s i t s  i n  your -. s e a t ? ) ,  and comfortable  
s p a t i a l  d i s t a n c e s  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  o t h e r  s t u d e n t s  o r  t o  p r o f e s s o r ,  
b lackboard,  o r  e x i t .  Many of t h e s e  f e e l i n g s  were recognized by 
a l l  o f  us as having become s o  h a b i t u a l  a f t e r  yea r s  of  classroom 
exper iences  t h a t  we were almost  t o t a l l y  unaware of them u n t i l  t h e  
q u e s t i o n  was asked.  
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. and i n  d i s c u s s i o n  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t -  as t e a c h e r s  t h e y  had observed 
c e r t a ~ i n  " p e c u l i a r K  behav io r s  r e g a r d i n g  c l o s e n e s s / a p a r t n e s s  and 
y , t em? i to r i a l  p r e f e r e n c e s  on t h e  part of  s t u d e n t s  from d i f f e r i n g  
backgrounds, b u t  had neve r  had any way t o  c e s c r i b e  such phenomena 
except  as " p e c u l i a r .  " 
Next I asked t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  t o  dec ide  or  an even t  which t h e y  had 
a l l  exper ienced  and which cou ld  be conceir-ed t o  have had an  ern& 
t i o n a l  impact on a l l  o t h e r s  who exper ienced i t ,  o r  hea rd  abou t  -it 
from t h e i r  e l d e r s .  I sugges ted  such p o s s i j i l i t i e s  as t h e  moon 
l and ing ,  t h e  1971 Sylmar ea r thquake  ( i n  Ssuthern  C a l i f o r n i a ) ,  t h e  
a s s a s i n a t i o n s  o f  J.F. Kennedy, Mart in  Lut:-.er King, Rober t  Kennedy. 
I had n o t  i nc luded  t h e  a s s a s s i n a t i o n  of  Mclcolm X ,  which c l e a r l y  
exposed my e thnocen t r i sm.  Th is  omiss ion bas commented on by t h e  
b l ack  s t u d e n t s  i n  my c l a s s ,  some o f  whom ksd been more emo t iona l l y  
a f f e c t e d  by Malcolm's dea th  t h a n  by t h o s e  1 mentioned. A , gene ra l  
consensus a r o s e  t h a t  t h e  a s s a s s i n a t i o n  of  ? r e s i d e n t  ~ e n n e d ~  was the 
even t  t h e y  wished t o  d i s c u s s  and we sharec  o u r  e x p e r i e n c e s ' s u r -  . .  
rounding t h z t  even t  -- how we f e l t ,  what b:e d i d ,  who we t a l k e d  to, 
e t c . ?  t h e r eby  deve lop ing  a d a t a  b a s e  f o r  c i s c u s s i n g  behav io r s  and 
emot l o n s  t h a t  su r round  such widely-shared huu.an expe r i ence s .  Each 
p a r t i c i p a n t  was asked t o  i n t e r v i e w  f o u r  i n f o r n a n t s  on t h e  same sub- 
j e c t  and t o  compare and c o n t r a s t  h i s  informan:s9 r e a c t i o n s  and 
behav io r  w i t h  what w e  had p r e v i o u s l y  l e a r n e d  zbout o u r  own. The 
t a p e s  we re ' b rough t l  t o  c l a s s  and p layed .  From - h i s  we developed a . 
l i s t  of r e sponse s  and behav io r s  t h a t  d i f f e r e d  ~ i d e l y ,  bu t  t h a t  
could  r e a d i l y  be  r e l a t e d  t o  v a r i o u s  "genres"  oE c o l l e c t e d  f o l k l o r e ,  
, .- 
They were.-then asked t o  ana lyze  t h e  b a s i s  on wl-icfi  t h e y  had chosen 
t h e i r  i n fo rman t s  and t h e x  .ensutng . d i s cus s ion  allowed us . t o  obse rve  
t h e  s e l e c t i o n  p roce s s  i m p l i c i t  i n *  f i e l dwork  dez i s i ons  made by 
f o l k l o r i s t s  and a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s .  S i n c e  many- cf t h e  memorates and 
behav iors  su r round ing  ithe e v e n t s  we d i s c u s s e d  have been c l a - s s i f i e d  
by f o l k l o r i s t s  as "magic and s u f i e r s t i t i o n ,  l i  w2 d i s cus sed '  F r a z e r ,  
Jahoda,  and o t h e r  i n v e s t i g a t o r ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n s  and a n a l y s e s  of  
t h e s e  t e rms .  
Each p a r t i c i p a n ~  -was  t h e n  asked t o  i d e n t i f y  en even t  t h a t  h e  con- 
s i 'dered  " t r a d i t i o n a l u  . in some l i f e  c o n t e x t ,  l .e : ,  among f ami ly ,  
f r i e n d s ,  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  o,r i n  t h e  c lass room,  *o- d e s c r i b e  what h e  
meant by t h e  d e s i g n a t i o n  " t r a d i t i o n a l , "  and tb.  w r i t e  a b r i e f  e thno-  
graphy of  t h e  s e l e c t e d  e v e n t .  S e l e c t i o n s  ranged from ,weddings, 
Chr is tmas  Eve c e l e b r a t i o n s ,  Chr is tmas  d i n n e r s ,  t o  t h e  vidqp" ( b l a c k  - 
handshake and v e r b a l  accompaniments ) and f  l n a l  examinat i o n s .  The 
> ,  
Stcdents compared t h e i r  analyses i n  c l ass  and were then asked t o  interview 
some of the  other pa r t i c ipan t s  i n  the event they had chosen i n  order t o  t 
discover how those in te rn re ta t ions  d i f f e r e d  from o r  were s imi la r  t o  t h e i r  
own. Many i n t e r e s t i n g  points  f o r  discussion arose  from these comparative 
interviews; most importantly, t h a t  even i n  the  most formal r i t u a l s  ( a  Jewish 
wedding, f o r  example) the various p a r t i c i p a n t s  may be focussed on t h e i r  own 
r o l e s  in the performance and as  a  r e s u l t  view the  meaning of the  e n t i r e  - .  
proceeding i n  ways v a s t l y  d i f f e r e n t  from one another. Af ter  t h i s  discussion, 
I introduced the  analyses of van Gennup, Malinowski, Raglan, Leach, F i r t h  
and others having t o  do with defining and evaluating r i t u a l s  and " t radi t ional t l  
behavior. We could then compare our f indings with those of previous inves- 
t i g a t o r s  and t e s t  them agains t  our experience and our inferences from it, 
The c lass  was then given the assignment t o  "Bring i n  f i v e  jokesO1l There was 
no fu r the r  explanation given and when the c lass  met again I asked someone 
t o  volunteer t o  t e l l  the lljokesll he brought. Me had heard only two jokes, 
when others in  the room began t o  in te r rup t  with " t h a t  reminds me of the  one 
about . . . . I r  A spontaneous joke-tel l ing sess ion resul ted ,  during which 
I wrote the t lcategoriesl t  i n  which they placed the  tTjokesll they were I. .'.ling 
on the  blackboard. A s  a r e s u l t ,  we had a  content and formal analys is  of 
"jokeslt t o  discuss based on a joke-tel l ing event i n  process, From t h i s  
experience we spent two c lass  periods d iscuss ing the concept Itjoke" both 
funct ional ly  and s t r u c t u r a l l y ,  a s  well  es the r e l a t e d  concepts of humor; 
w i t ,  s a t  i r e ,  b las  on populaire, e tc .  We then discussed I t  ch i ldren '  s humoru 
a s  viewed by ~ s ~ o ~ t ~ ~ r e u d ,  Wolf ens te in)  and ar r ived a% an analysis 
o f  the cornples number of verbal  and s o c i a l  codes a ch i ld  must know in  order 
t o  t e l l  o r  t o  understand a "jokaetl  
Using "The Ethnography of a Secmd Grade R e c e ~ s , ~ !  I put the char t  on the 
board describing the informant's categories of playground games, which 
ir . -2lved us i n  a d i scuss ion  of  how widely %he observatii-ns by teachers 
ar.d outsiders o f  the s t r u c t u r e  of " j u s t  rneszing around" can differ from 
t h a t  of the pa r t i c ipan t s  i n  the a c t i v i t y  which they describe in  those terms. 
From t h i s  we discussed Huizingats, C a i l l o i s r ,  and Bernard S u i t s ?  theor ies  
of the s t ruc tu re  of YI-?:~ and ganes i n  order t o  t r y  t o  understand how people 
agree on the l t r u l e s u  and. the  formal organization of such behavior. 
I n  the session following, I began the c lass  by playing a  tape I had made 
of three  informants t e l l i n g  I1this happened t o  a  f r i e n d  of a f r i endu  s t o r i e s  
of the "Mad K i l l e r  o f  Mulho l l a~d  Drive,I1 also known as  ! + " " . . I  Hook." Most o f  
the pa r t i c ipan t s  had heard s t o r i e s  s i m i l i a r  t o  those on tr.2 tape from t h e i r  
own loca les  or storieswk . .79(JJ--? ---i'cr - y p p + ' '  
-.-r l 1  typeu of 
s tory.  Thus a  discussion  is ~ [ l i t i a t a d  abouu "0-ai traasmissiontl of folktales, 
the  concept o f  tale-type,  or ig ins  and var iants .  We then discussed 
s t o r y t e l l i n g  a s  Hpe-forr?ancelt and concepts of t h e  func t ion  o f  s t o r y t e l l -  
i n g  and t h e  motivat ions f o r  such a c t i v i t i e s  both ou t s ide  and inside the 
classroom. 
As t h e  f i n a l  p ro jec t ,  t h e  c l a s s  d iv ided  i t s e l f  i r l to  working groups based 
on comon i n t e r e s t s  and each group prepared a  demonstration o f  how they 
might use i d e a s  developed from the  course i n  t h e i r  o m  teaching  situations. 
The remainder of the  c l a s s  were t o  p l a y  t h e  p a r t  of the  s t u d e n t s  f o r  the 
o t h e r  group f s demonstration. A s  a  r e s u l t ,  we were kindergarten-age one 
day, high school  s t u d s n t s  tak ing  a  c r o s s - c u l t u r a l l y  o r i en ted  I . Q .  t e s t  
another,  jun ior  high school s tuden t s  t ak ing  p a r t  i n  a  game of Ins ider / /  
Outsider ,  and h igh  school  observers  of a  llvroofing session.fl  
A s  f a r  a s  my hopes and expecta t ions  f o r  t he  c l a s s  were concerned, the 
f i n a l  p r o j e c t s  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  t hey  had not  on ly  been met, bu t  exceeded. 
The co~ment s ,  both w r i t t e n  and verba l ,  by the p a r t i c i p a n t s  a l s o  showed 
t h a t  t h e  rtlethodology provided a more meaningful framework f o r  in t roduc-  
i n g  a complex body of  t h e o r y  and d a t a  than  t h e  lecture approach--at l e a s t  
f o r  these  p a r t i c u l a r  people. One s tuden t   mote i n  her  Jou rna l  notes ,  
fli1hart a  n i ce  change it has  been t o  be able  t o  be a  p a r t i c i p a n t  i n  a co l l ege  
course. I am s o r r y  t h a t  t he  chance has  come s o  l a t e  i n  nv s t u d i e s :  but 
-b e t t e r  l a t e  t h a n  nevt?r! ! ! How nice i t  i s  t o  be able t o  remernber d a i l y  
---
experiences r a t h e r  -than a  b l u r  of infor1:ation tha . t  has  been thrown a t  me 
t o  d i g e s t  and r e g u r g i t a t e  i n  massive heaps . I f  
Since both t h e  content  and the  s t r u c t u r e  of  t h e  c l a s s  i t s e l f  could be 
p o t e n t i a l l y  u s e f u l  t o  the p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  nost  of  them discovered some as- 
pec t  of both e l e ~ e n t s  which could Le used i n  t h e i r  own classrooms, I assume 
t h i s  i s  r ~ h a t  people a r e  t a l k i n g  about when t h e y  demand t h a t  classes a t  t h e  
Univers i ty  l e v e l  be made Hre levant l t - - tha t  one should come away from a course 
with both t o o l s  and conceptls t h a t  have a c l e a r  a p p l i c a t i o n  t o  t h e  a c t i v i t k e s  
o f  t he  next  hour o r  t h e  next  %reek. One o t h e r  unplanned outcome of  t h i s  
course was t h a t  s e v e r a l  of the  s tuden t s  o f f e red  t o  continue t o  share  exper- 
iences  and l e s s o n  p lans  wi th  o t h e r  c l a s s  rne.ilbers, One d i f f i c u l t y  t h a t  
e x i s t s  i n  such h i e r a r c h i c a l l y - s t r u c t u r e d  organiza t ions  as the school  sys- 
tem i s  t h a t  t he  people involved beg in  t o  be l i eve  t h a t  t i ley have a pe r sona l  
s take  i n  ti posses sing^ information and s k i l l s ,  and t h a t  t o  share such know- 
ledge wit11 o t l ~ e r s  would endanger t h e i r  p o t e n t i a l  value and upward mobility. 
The f a c t  t h a t  everyone i n  t h i s  c l a s s  learned  from each o t h e r  and t h a t  the 
experience was an  expanding r a t h e r  than  a th rea t en ing  one i n d i c a t e s  another  
value of genera t ing  t h e  da ta  base of tlie f o l k l o r e  course from t h e  c l a s s  
members themselves. 
I n  teaching terms, it i s  we l l  t o  note t h a t  i n  o rde r  t o  organize a c l a s s  
e x p e r i e n t i a l 1  y it apFears t h a t  f a r  lore planning and o rpan iza t ion  r lust 
go i n t o  the  p repa ra t ion  than  f o r  a  s t m i g h t  lecture-based course. Per- 
sonal ly ,  t h e  rewards f o r  t he  e f f o r t  expended a r e  s o  much more s a t i s f y i n g  
t h a t  I would n r e f e r  t o  work w i t h  t h i s  rn~>tilod i n  a l l  teaching/ learning 
s i t u a t j  ons . 
l e c tu r e -ba sed  cou r se .  P e r s o n a l l y ,  t h e  rewards f o r  t h e  e f f o r t  
expended a r e  s o  much more s a t i s f y i n g  t h a t  I would p r e f e r  t o  work 
w i th  t h i s  method i n  a l l  t e a c h i n g / l e a r n i n g  s i t u a t i o n s .  
NOTES 
1. A t  t h e  end of  t h e  t e rm,  I d i s t r i b u t e d  an ex t ens ive  b i b l i o -  
graphy f o r  f u r t h e r  r e f e r e n c e  and d u r i n g  class n s e t i n g s  I f r e -  
q u e n t l y  pu t  b i b l i o g r a p h i c  c i t a t i o n s  which were s ? e c i f i c  t o  
t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  on t h e  board.  
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